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(57) ABSTRACT

Apparatuses and methods for comparing a sense current rep-
resentative of a number of failing memory cells of a group of
memory cells and a reference current representative of a
reference number of failing memory cells is provided. One
such apparatus includes a comparator configured to receive
the sense current and to receive the reference current. The
comparator includes a sense current buffer configured to
buffer the sense current and the comparator is further config-
ured to provide an output signal having a logic level indicative
of a result of the comparison.
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APPARATUSES AND METHODS FOR
COMPARING A CURRENT
REPRESENTATIVE OF A NUMBER OF
FAILING MEMORY CELLS

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION(S)

This application is a divisional of pending U.S. patent
application Ser. No. 13/326,199 filed Dec. 14, 2011, which
application is incorporated herein by reference, in its entirety
for any purpose.

TECHNICAL FIELD

Embodiments of the invention relate generally to semicon-
ductor memory, and more specifically, in one or more of the
illustrated embodiments, to comparing a current that repre-
sents a number of failing memory cells to a reference current
that represents a reference number of failing memory cells.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Semiconductor memories include memory cells that store
data. The data is stored by writing the data to the memory
cells. The data may be retrieved by reading the memory cells.
The stored data should be accurately written to the memory
cells, otherwise, the data will not be accurate when read. In
some memories, data is written by repeating a programming
cycle until the correct data is in fact stored by the memory
cells. In determining the necessary number of programming
cycles, the data currently stored by the memory cells being
written may be read and compared to the expected write data
in order to determine if additional programming cycles need
to be performed. No further programming cycles are neces-
sary when it is determined that an acceptable number of
memory cells have accurately stored the expected write data.

In some memories, the number of memory cells that may
require additional programming may be determined by using
a comparator to compare a current that represents a number of
memory cells that do not yet accurately store the expected
write data (which are referred to hereinafter as “failing
memory cells”) to a reference current. The reference current
represents a reference number of memory cells. Each of the
failing memory cells contributes an incremental current to the
total current. The total current is compared to the reference
current. By comparing the two currents, the number of failing
memory cells can be determined relative to the reference
number of memory cells. Based on the comparison of the
currents, for example, whether the current representing the
number of failing memory cells is greater than the reference
current, it can de determined whether the number of failing
memory cells is greater than the reference number of memory
cells.

The current comparison is repeated after a programming
cycle to gauge whether additional programming cycles are
necessary. The comparison takes time, however, because it
takes time to develop and compare the current representing
the number of failing memory cells to the reference current. A
contributing factor to this time is the electrical load presented
to the comparator. A higher electrical load typically results in
longer times to complete the comparison. As the number of
memory cells being evaluated during a comparison increases,
such as with higher density memories, the electrical load
presented during comparison also increases. As a result, the
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time for the comparison to complete increases, thereby slow-
ing down the overall operation.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an apparatus according to an
embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of an example dynamic data
cache array for use in an apparatus according to an embodi-
ment of the invention.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram of an example reference array for
use in an apparatus according to an embodiment of the inven-
tion.

FIG. 4 is a schematic diagram of a comparator according to
in embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 5 is a schematic diagram of a comparator according to
an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 6 is a block diagram of a memory according to an
embodiment of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Certain details are set forth below to provide a sufficient
understanding of embodiments of the invention. However, it
will be clear to one skilled in the art that embodiments of the
invention may be practiced without these particular details.
Moreover, the particular embodiments of the present inven-
tion described herein are provided by way of example and
should not be used to limit the scope of the invention to these
particular embodiments. In other instances, well-known cir-
cuits, control signals, timing protocols, and software opera-
tions have not been shown in detail in order to avoid unnec-
essarily obscuring the invention.

FIG. 1 illustrates an apparatus in the form of a circuit 100
according to an embodiment of the invention for assessing a
number of failing memory cells for a group of memory cells.
The circuit 100 includes a comparator 110 coupled to a
dynamic data cache (DDC) array 120. The DDC array 120 is
configured to sense and cache data of a group of memory cells
of memory array 130. The DDC array 120 is further config-
ured to provide a memory sense current [sm at a sense-main
node. The Ism current is representative of a number of failing
memory cells for the group of memory cells cached by the
DDC array 120. The comparator 110 is further coupled to a
reference array 150 that is configured to provide a reference
current Isr at a sense-ref node that is representative of a
reference number of failing memory cells to which the Ism
current is compared by the comparator 110. The reference
number of failing memory cells represented by the Isr current
may be selectable. The comparator 110 is configured to com-
pare the Ism current to the Isr current and provide an output
signal OUTPUT based at least in part on the comparison. In
some embodiments, the comparator 110 may provide an
OUTPUT signal indicative of the magnitude of the Ism cur-
rent relative to the Isr current. For example, the OUTPUT
signal may be indicative of whether the Ism current is greater
than the Ism current. The comparator 110 includes a buffer
circuit (not shown) coupled to the sense_main node. The
buffer circuit may reduce parasitic load capacitances and/or
resistances between the sense-main node and the comparator
sense node. As a result, the speed of sensing the number of
failing memory cells of the group may be improved.

In operation, the DDC array 120 senses and caches data of
a group of memory cells and provides a Ism current represen-
tative of a number of failing memory cells of the group. The
reference array 150 provides an Isr current representative of N
failing memory cells. Because the Ism current represents a
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number of failing memory cells of the group and the Isr
current represents a reference number of failing memory
cells, the OUTPUT signal may represent the number of fail-
ing memory cells relative to a reference number of failing
memory cells. For example, an Isr current provided by the
reference array 120 may represent N failing memory cells.
The comparator 110 compares the Ism current to the resulting
Isr current and provides an OUTPUT signal having a logic
level (e.g., high logic level) indicative of whether the number
of failing memory cells of the group (represented by Ism) is
greater than N memory cells.

The number of N failing memory cells represented by the
Isr current provided by the reference array 120 may be
changed so that the number of failing memory cells of the
group represented by the Ism current may be determined.
That is, as the N number of failing memory cells is changed
and the comparison is performed by the comparator 110, the
OUTPUT signal may change from indicating that the number
of failing memory cells of the group is greater than N to
indicating that the number of failing memory cells of the
group is not greater than N. Thus, the N number at which the
OUTPUT signal changes indicates the number of failing
memory cells of the group.

In some embodiments, the OUTPUT signal may have a
logic level indicative of whether the number of failing
memory cells of the group (represented by Ism) is less than N
memory cells. The N number may be increased and the result-
ing Isr compared to the Ism by the comparator 110. The N
number at which the OUTPUT signal changes logic levels
indicating a change from the number of failing memory cells
of'the group being less than N to not less than N may indicate
the number of failing memory cells of the group.

Additionally, in some embodiments the N number may be
changed by one memory cell, changing the Isr current by a
resolution of one memory cell. As a result, the number of
failing memory cells of the group may be determined to
within one memory cell. In some embodiments, the N number
may be changed by greater than one memory cell, changing
the Isr current by aresolution of greater than one memory cell.
As a result, the number of failing memory cells of the group
may be determined to within a range of greater than one
memory cell. For example, the N number may be changed by
five memory cells, resulting in a determination of the number
of failing memory cells of the group within a range of five
memory cells.

FIG. 2 illustrates a dynamic data cache (DDC) array 200.
The DDC array 200 may be used for the DDC array 120 ofthe
embodiment of FIG. 1. The DDC array 200 includes DDC
units 205(0)-205(k). The DDC units 205 are configured to
sense data from a respective data line, such as bit line b1, and
provide a respective current responsive to the sensed data
being different than expected data. The respective current
contributes to the Ism current that is provided for comparison
(e.g., to comparator 110). Each DDC unit 205 can include a
sense amplifier 210 and latch 220. The sense amplifier 210 is
configured to sense data from a memory cell coupled to the
respective b1 line, and the latch 220 provides a passtail signal
having a logic level indicative of whether the data sensed by
the sense amplifier 210 matches expected data latched by the
latch 220. The latched expected data may be, for example,
write data to be written to the respective memory cell during
a memory program operation. The passfail signal is provided
to a cell 230 coupled to the sense_main node and a reference
voltage node, for example, a ground node. The cell 230 is
configured to be activated responsive to an active passfail
signal. An activated cell 230 is conductive and provides a
current path between the sense_main node and the reference
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voltage node. Each conductive cell 230 incrementally
increases the Ism current because each additional current path
provides another current path between the sense_node and
the reference voltage node, thus contributing to the Ism cur-
rent. The cells 230(0)-230(k) may be configured to conduct
substantially the same current when activated. As a result,
each activated cell 230 provides substantially the same incre-
mental increase in the Ism current.

In operation, data for a group of memory cells (e.g., a row
of memory cells) of a memory array (e.g., memory array 130)
is sensed b the DDC 200, each memory cell of the group
coupled to a respective data line that is coupled to a respective
DDC unit 205. Each of the sense amplifiers 210(0)-210(%)
sense the data for a respective memory cell and the respective
latch 220(0)-220(k) provides a respective passfail signal hav-
ing alogic level indicative of whether the sensed data matches
the latched expected data. Based on the logic level of the
passtail signal, the respective cell 230 may be conductive to
couple the sense_main node to the reference voltage node.
For example, as shown in the embodiment of FIG. 2, the cell
230 is conductive responsive to a high logic level passfail
signal. Assuming a high logic level passfail signal is provided
by the latch 220 when the sensed data does not match the
latched expected data, the cell 230 is made conductive
responsive to the sense data not matching, the expected data
latched in the latch 220.

FIG. 3 illustrates a reference array 300. The reference array
300 may be used for the reference array 150 of the embodi-
ment of FIG. 1. The reference array 300 includes reference
cells 310(0)-310() coupled to the sense_ref node and a
reference voltage node, for example, a ground node. The
reference cells 310(0)-310(m) are provided a respective acti-
vation signal r_en(0)-r_en(m). Responsive to an active r_en
signal, the respective reference cell 310 is activated and pro-
vides a current path from the sense_ref to the reference node.
The reference array 300 further includes a current source 320
coupled to the sense_ref node. The current source 320 is
configured to provide a current los to the sense_refnode. The
Ios current may be approximately a fraction of the current
conducted by an active, reference cell. As will be described in
more detail below, the los current provided by the current
source 320 contributes to the Isr current, which is the sum of
the currents conducted by the active reference cells and the
fractional current.

In operation, a number N of reference cells 310 may be
activated by the respectiver_en signal. In some embodiments,
each of the reference cells 310 may conduct the same current
when activated. Thus, the current contribution to the Isr cur-
rent by the enabled reference cells 310 is N times the enabled
reference cell current. Each additional enabled reference cell
will incrementally increase the Isr current. Additionally, the
current conducted by an active reference cell may be substan-
tially the same as the current added by each failing memory
cell of the group to the Ism current provided by a DDC array,
for example, DDC array 120. In this manner, the N number of
enabled reference cells may set a reference number of failing
memory cells (represented by the Isr current) to which the
failing memory cells of the group are compared (represented
by the Ism current), such as to determine the number of
Failing memory cells of the group.

The Ios current provided by the current source 320 can be
used to prevent the Isr current from being equal to the los
current. That is, in the event the number of failing memory
cells of the group (represented by the Ism current) is the same
number as the reference number of failing memory cells
(represented by the Isr current), the los current will provide an
offset so that the Ism current will either be less than the Isr
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current or not less than the Isr current, but not approximately
equal to the Isr current. The los current, as previously
described, may be a fraction of the current contributed by an
active reference cell.

The Ios current may provide a positive contribution to the
Isr current, or in some embodiments, provide a negative con-
tribution to the Isr current. Where the los current provides a
positive contribution, for example, a comparator comparing
Isr and Ism currents may provide an active OUTPUT when
the number of failing memory cells of the group is greater
than the reference number of failing memory cells. Con-
versely, where the los current provides a negative contribu-
tion to the Isr current, the comparator may provide an active
OUTPUT signal when the number of failing memory cells of
the group is equal to or greater than the reference number of
failing memory cells.

FIG. 4 illustrates a comparator 400 according to an
embodiment of the invention. The comparator 400 is config-
ured to compare an Ism current provided to a sense_main
node to a Isr current provided to a sense_ref node and provide
an output signal OUTPUT based at least in part on the com-
parison, for example, an active OUTPUT signal responsive to
the Ism current being less than the Isr current. As previously
discussed, the Ism current may be provided by a DDC array
and represent a number of failing memory cells of a group,
and the Isr current may be provided by a reference array and
represent a reference number of failing memory cells. As a
result, Ism less than Isr may indicate that the number of failing
memory cells of a group is less than the reference number of
failing memory cells.

The comparator 400 includes an amplifier 404 that
includes an amplifier stage 410 and an output stage 416. The
amplifier stage 410 is configured to amplify a difference
between the sense nodes sense_m_buf and sense_r_buf, and
the output stage 416 provides the OUTPUT signal based on
the amplified difference. The output stage 416 may be a
operational amplifier configured to amplify a voltage difter-
ence between the sense_m_buf and sense_r_bufnodes. Other
circuits may beused for the output stage 416 as well, however.

A buffer circuit 422 is coupled to the sense_m_buf node of
the amplifier 404 and the sense_main node of the comparator
400, and a buffer circuit 426 is coupled to the sense_r_buf
node of the amplifier 404 and the sense_ref node of the
comparator 400. The buffer circuit 422 includes a current
mirror 430 coupled to a sense_m_bufand a current mirror 440
coupled to the current mirror 430 to mirror an Ism current
provided a sense_main node of the comparator 400 to the
sense_m_buf node. Load circuit 424 is coupled to the sen-
se_m_buf node. The buffer circuit 426 includes a current
mirror 450 coupled to the sense_r_buf node and a current
mirror 460 coupled to the current mirror 450 to mirror an Isr
current provided to a sense_ref node of the comparator 400.
Load circuit 428 is coupled to the sense_r_buf node. The
current mirrors 440, 460 are coupled to the supply voltage
node, and current mirrors 430, 450 are coupled to a reference
voltage node providing a reference voltage, for example,
ground.

The buffer circuit 422 coupled to the sense_main node of
the comparator 400 may buffer the sense_m_buf node from
electrical loading of the sense_main node, for example, para-
sitic load capacitances and/or resistances, which may result
from being coupled to a dynamic data cache array (e.g., DDC
array 120). Likewise, the buffer circuit 426 may buffer the
sense_r_buf node from electrical loading of the sense_ref
node. Sense speed ofthe comparator 400 may be improved by
buffering the sense_m_buf and sense_r_buf nodes of the
amplifier stage 410 because the transistors 412, 414 need to
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pull either the sense_m_buf or sense_r_buf nodes to the sup-
ply voltage, which have, relatively light electrical loads of the
current mirrors 430, 450.

The amplifier stage 410 is illustrated in the embodiment of
FIG. 4 as a pair of cross-coupled p-channel field effect tran-
sistors (pFETs) coupled to a supply voltage node that pro-
vides a supply voltage, for example, vdd. The current mirrors
440, 460 are shown in the embodiment of FIG. 4 as including
gate coupled pFETs 442, 444 and 462, 464, and the current
mirrors 430, 450 are shown as including gate coupled n-chan-
nel field effect transistors (nFETs) 432, 434 and 452, 454, all
respectively. The load circuits 424, 428 are illustrated as
diode coupled pFET's coupled to the supply voltage node. The
amplifier stage 410, current mirrors 430, 440 450, 460, and
the load circuits 424, 428 may be configured differently than
that shown in FIG. 4, and the invention is not limited to the
particular embodiment illustrated by FIG. 4.

In operation, the Ism current provided at the sense_main
node is mirrored by the current mirrors 430, 440 of the buffer
circuit 422 to the sense_m_buf node of the amplifier stage
410. The load circuit 424 provides a voltage at the sense_
m_buf node based at least in part on the Ism current mirrored
by the current mirrors 430, 440. Thus, the resulting voltage at
the sense_m_buf node is representative of the Ism current,
which as previously discussed, may represent a number of
failed memory cells of a group. Similarly, the Isr current
provided at the sense_ref node of the comparator 400 is
mirrored by the current mirrors 450, 460 of the buffer circuit
426 to the sense_r_buf node of the amplifier stage 410. The
load circuit 428 provides a voltage at the sense_r_buf node
based at least in part on the Isr current, which may be repre-
sentative of the Isr current.

The amplifier stage 410 amplifies the voltage difference
between the sense_m_bufandsense_r_bufnodes, inresponse
to which the output stage 416 provides an OUTPUT signal
having a logic level that is indicative of the result of the
comparison. For example, where the voltage of the sense_
m_buf node is greater than the voltage of the sense_r_buf
node (i.e. the Ism current is less than the Isr current), the
sense_m_buf node is coupled to the supply voltage node
through the transistor 412. As a result, the output stage 416
provides an OUTPUT signal having a high logic level, which
may be interpreted as the number of tailing memory cells of a
group (represented by Ism) is equal to or less than the refer-
ence number of failing memory cells (represented by Isr,
assuming an offset current los that provides a positive contri-
bution to the Isr). An OUTPUT signal having a low logic level
is provided by the output stage 416 when the voltage of the
sense_m_buf node is less than the voltage of the sense_r_buf
node (i.e., the Ism current is greater than the Isr current). The
low logic level OUTPUT signal may be interpreted, as the
number of failing memory cells of a group is greater than the
reference number of failing memory cells.

FIG. 5 illustrates a comparator 500 according to an
embodiment of the invention. The comparator 500 is config-
ured to compare an Ism current provided to a sense_main
node to a Isr current provided to a sense_ref node and provide
an output signal OUTPUT based at least in part on the com-
parison. The comparator 500 includes an amplifier 504 that
includes an amplifier stage 510 and an output stage 516. The
amplifier stage 510 is configured to amplify a difference
between the sense nodes sense_m_buf and sense_r_buf, and
the output stage 516 provides the OUTPUT signal based on
the amplified difference. The output stage 516 is illustrated in
FIG. 5 as an operational amplifier; other circuits may be used
for the output stage 516 as well, however.
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A buffer circuit 522 is coupled to the sense_m_buf node of
the amplifier 504 and the sense_main node of the comparator
500, and a buffer circuit 526 is coupled to the sense_r_buf
node of the amplifier 504 and the sense_ref node of the
comparator 500, The buffer circuit 522 includes a current
mirror 540 coupled to a sense_m_buf node to mirror an Ism
current provided a sense_main node of the comparator 400 to
the sense_m_buf node. The buffer circuit 526 includes a
current mirror 560 coupled to the sense_r_buf node to mirror
an I[sr current provided to a sense_ref node of the comparator
500. The current mirrors 540, 560 are coupled to the supply
voltage node that provides a supply voltage, for example,
Vdd. A current mirror 530 is coupled to the current mirror 540
and further coupled to current mirror 560 to mirror the Isr
current to the sense_m_buf and sense_r_buf nodes. The cur-
rent mirror 530 is coupled to a reference voltage node pro-
viding a reference voltage, for example, ground.

The amplifier stage 510 is illustrated in the embodiment of
FIG. 5 as a pair of cross-coupled pFETs coupled to the supply
voltage node. The current mirrors 540, 560 are shown in the
embodiment of FIG. 5 as including gate coupled pFETs 542,
544 and 562, 564, 568, and the current mirror 530 is shown as
including gate coupled nFETs 532, 534, 536. The amplifier
stage 510, and current mirrors 530, 540 560 may be config-
ured differently than that shown in FIG. 5, however, and the
invention is not limited to the particular embodiment illus-
trated by FIG. 5.

In operation, the Ism current provided at the sense_main
node is mirrored by the current mirror 540 of the buffer circuit
522 to the sense_m_buf node of the amplifier stage 510. The
Isr current provided at the sense_ref node of the comparator
500 is mirrored by the current mirrors 560 of the buffer circuit
526to thesense_r_bufnode ofthe amplifier stage 510. The Isr
current is further mirrored to the sense_m_buf node. As pre-
viously discussed, the Ism current may be representative of
the number of failing memory cells of a group and the Isr
current may be representative of a reference number of failing
memory cells to which the number of failing memory cells of
the group (as represented by the Ism current) are compared.

A voltage is established at the sense_m_buf node based at
least in part on the Ism current provided by the current mirror
540 and the Isr current provided by the current mirror 530.
Likewise a voltage is established at the sense_rbufnodebased
at least in part on the Isr current provided by the current
mirrors 530 and 560. As a result of a current difference
between the Ism and Isr currents provided to the sense_m_buf
node, the voltage established at the sense_m_bufnode will be
different than the voltage established at the sense_r_bufnode.
For example, where the Ism current is less than the [sr current
the voltage established at the sense_m_buf node is less than
the voltage established at the sense_r_buf node. Conversely,
where the Ism current is not less than the Isr current the
voltage established at the sense_m_buf node is not less than
the voltage established at the sense_r_buf node.

The amplifier stage 510 amplifies the voltage difference
between the sense_m_bufandsense_r_bufnodes, inresponse
to which the output stage 516 provides an OUTPUT signal
having a logic level that is indicative of the voltage difference.
For example, where the voltage of the sense_m_buf node is
not less than the voltage of the sense_r_buf node (i.e., the Ism
current is not less than the Isr current), the sense_m_buf node
is coupled to the supply voltage node through the transistor
512. As a result, the output stage 416 provides an OUTPUT
signal having a high logic level, which may be interpreted as
the number of failing memory cells of'a group (represented by
Ism) is greater than the reference number of failing memory
cells (represented by Isr, assuming an offset current los that
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provides a positive contribution to the Isr). An OUTPUT
signal having a low logic level is provided by the output stage
416 when the voltage of the sense_m_bufnode is less than the
voltage of the sense_r_buf node (i.e., the Ism current is less
than the Isr current). The low logic level OUTPUT signal may
be interpreted as the number of failing memory cells of a
group (represented by Ism) is equal to or less than the refer-
ence number of failing memory cells (represented by Isr).

The comparators 400, 500, and more generally compara-
tors according to embodiments of the invention may provide
the benefit of reducing an overall sense time for repetitive
comparisons of the Ism and Isr currents. For example, to
determine a pass and fail point for the number of failing
memory cells of the group, the reference number of failing
memory cells represented by the Isr current may be changed
and then compared again to the Ism current. The cycle of
changing the reference number of failing memory cells and
comparing the Ism current to the new Isr current may con-
tinue until the OUTPUT signal changes from indicating a
pass condition to indicating a fail condition, or vice versa. The
reference number of failing memory cells at which the OUT-
PUT signal changes may be used to determine the number of
failing memory cells of the group, or a range including the
number of failing memory cells of the group. In such appli-
cations of repetitive comparisons of the Ism and Isr currents,
having buffers to reduce the electrical loads on the sense__
m_buf and sense_r_buf nodes allows for performing com-
parisons between the changing Isr current and the Ism current
relatively quickly. As a result, the overall sense time to deter-
mine a transition point for the OUTPUT signal may be
decreased.

In some embodiments, a comparator includes a buffer cir-
cuit coupled to the sense_m_buf node, but not the sense_
r_buf node. In this manner the sense_m_buf node may be
buffered from electrical loading of a DDC array and provide
the benefits of including a buffer circuit previously discussed.
The unbuffered sense_r_buf node, however, may not be sub-
jected to as much electrical loading as an unbuffered sense_
r_buf node, and while the overall sense time resulting from
using a single buffer may be longer than in embodiments
using two buffers, the overall sense time may still be shorter
in comparison to a comparator that does not include any
buffer circuits. Single buffer circuit embodiments, however,
may have an advantage over dual buffer comparator circuits
because of reduced circuit size.

FIG. 6 illustrates portions of a memory 600 including a
comparator according to an embodiment ofthe present inven-
tion. The memory 600 includes an array 630 of memory cells.
The memory cells may be NAND flash memory cells, but
may also be NOR flash, DRAM, SDRAM, or any other type
of'memory cells. Command signals, address signals and write
data signals may be provided to the memory 600 as sets of
sequential input/output (“I/O”) signals transmitted through
an I/O bus 634. Similarly, read data signals may be provided
from the flash memory 600 through the I/O bus 634. The I/O
bus is connected to an I/O control unit 640 that routes the
signals between the I/O bus 634 and an internal data bus 608,
an internal address bus 644, and an internal command bus
646. The memory 600 also includes a control logic unit 650
that receives a number of control signals either externally or
through the command bus 646 to control the operation of the
memory 600.

The address bus 644 applies block-row address signals to a
row decoder 660 and column address signals to a column
decoder 664. The row decoder 660 and column decoder 664
may be used to select blocks of memory or memory cells for
memory operations, for example, read, program, and erase
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operations. The column decoder 664 enables write data sig-
nals to be applied to columns of memory corresponding to the
column address signals and allow read data signals to be
coupled from columns corresponding to the column address
signals.

After the row address signals have been applied to the
address bus 644, the 1/O control unit 640 routes write data
signals to a dynamic data cache 670. The write data signals
are stored in the dynamic data cache 670 in successive sets
each having a size corresponding to the width of the /O bus
634. The dynamic data cache 670 sequentially stores the sets
of write data signals for an entire page (e.g., a row or part of
arow) of memory cells in the array 630. All of the stored write
data signals are then used to program the page of memory
cells in the array 630 selected by the block-row address
coupled through the address bus 644. In a similar manner,
during a read operation, data signals from a page of memory
cells selected by the block-row address coupled through the
address bus 644 are stored in a data register 680. Sets of data
signals corresponding in size to the width of the /O bus 634
are then sequentially transferred through the I/O control unit
640 from the data register 680 to the I/0 bus 634.

The dynamic data cache 670 may further provide a
memory sense current Ism (not shown) that is representative
of'a number of failing memory cells for a group of memory
cells, for example, a page of memory cells. A comparator 672
coupled to the dynamic data cache 670 compares the Ism
current to a reference current Isr provided by reference cell
array 676. As previously discussed, the Isr current may be
representative of a reference number of failing memory cells.
In this manner, the comparator 672 may provide an output
signal indicative of the number of failing memory cells for the
group of memory cells (represented by the Ism current) rela-
tive to the reference number of failing memory cells (repre-
sented by the Isr current).

From the foregoing it will be appreciated that although
specific embodiments of the invention have been described
herein for purposes of illustration, various modifications may
be made without deviating from the spirit and scope of the
invention. Accordingly, the invention is not limited except as
by the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A method, comprising:

comparing a buffered sense current representative of a
number of failing memory cells for a group of memory
cells and a reference current representative of a refer-
ence number of failing memory cells; and

providing a signal having a logic level indicative of the
number of failing memory cells for the group of memory
cells relative to the reference number of failing memory
cells.

2. The method of claim 1 wherein comparing the buffered

sense current comprises:

providing a sense current to a comparator having a sense
current buffer configured to buftfer the sense current and
provide the buffered sense current, the comparator con-
figured to provide an output signal having a logic level
indicative of a result of the comparison.

3. The method of claim 1 wherein the sense current buffer

comprises:

first and second current mirrors, wherein the first current
mirror is configured to receive the sense current and
mirror the sense current to the second current mirror, and
the second current mirror is configured to mirror the
current from the first current mirror to a sense node of an
amplifier of the comparator.
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4. The method of claim 1 wherein the sense current buffer
comprises:

a first current mirror coupled to a second current mirror

shared with a reference current buffer of the comparator.

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising buffering the
reference current before comparing to the buffered sense
current.

6. The method of claim 5 wherein buffering the reference
current comprises providing the reference current to a com-
parator having a reference current buffer configured to pro-
vide a buffered reference current.

7. The method of claim 1, further comprising changing the
reference current to represent another reference number of
failing memory cells and repeating the comparison of the
buffered sense current and the reference current.

8. The method of claim 7, further comprising repeating the
changing of the reference current and comparison of the
buffered sense current and the reference current until the logic
level of the signal changes from a first to a second logic level
to determine a pass and fail point for the number of failing
memory cells.

9. The method of claim 8 wherein a difference between the
reference number of failing memory cells and the another
reference number of failing memory cells represents a range
of failing memory cells.

10. The method of claim 1 wherein the signal has a first
logic level indicative of the number of failing memory cells
for the group of memory cells is greater than the reference
number of failing memory cells and the signal has a second
logic level indicative of the number of failing memory cells
for the group of memory cells is less than or equal to the
reference number of failing memory cells.

11. The method of claim 1 wherein for each one of the
reference number of failing memory cells the same current is
contributed to the reference current.

12. The method of claim 11 wherein for each one of the
number of failing memory cells for a group of memory cells
the same current is contributed to the buffered sense current.

13. The method of claim 12 wherein the same current
contributed by each one of the number of failing memory
cells for a group is substantially the same as the same current
contributed by each one of the reference number of failing
memory cells.

14. The method of claim 1 wherein comparing a buffered
sense current and a reference current comprises:

comparing a sense voltage based at least in part on the

buffered sense current and a reference voltage based at
least in part on the reference current.
15. The method of claim 14 wherein the sense voltage is
provided by a load circuit.
16. The method of claim 14 wherein the buffered sense
current is provided by a difference between a sense current
having a magnitude that is the sum of currents provided by
each failing memory cell for the group of memory cells and
the reference current.
17. A method, comprising:
buffering a sense current to provide a buffered sense cur-
rent, wherein the sense current represents a number of
failing memory cells of a group of memory cells;

comparing the buffered sense current and a reference cur-
rent, wherein the reference current represents a refer-
ence number of failing memory cells; and

indicating the number of failing cells of the group of

memory cells relative to the reference number of failing
memory cells responsive to comparing the buffered
sense current and the reference current.
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18. The method of claim 17, further comprising receiving
the reference current from a reference array.

19. The method of claim 17, wherein indicating the number
of failing cells of the group of memory cells relative to the
reference number of failing memory cells responsive to com-
paring the buffered sense current and the reference current
comprises:

providing a signal having a logic level indicative of the

number of failing memory cells for the group of memory
cells relative to the reference number of failing memory
cells.

20. The method of claim 19, wherein the signal has a first
logic level to indicate that the number of failing memory cells
for the group of memory cells is greater than the reference
number of failing memory cells and the signal has a second
logic level to indicate that the number of failing memory cells
for the group of memory cells is less than or equal to the
reference number of failing memory cells.

21. The method of claim 17, further comprising:

buffering the reference current;

amplifying a difference between the buffered sense current

and the buffered reference current; and

providing the amplified difference as an output signal

indicative of the comparison.
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